Implementation Report on HIV and AIDS Interventions for the Period January – September 2013: The Case of the Open University of Tanzania (OUT)

Introduction

As an Open and Distance Learning (ODL) Institution, the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) conducts its operations through Coordination Centres, Regional Centres and Study Centres. Currently, there are 27 Regional Centres and 69 Study Centres within Tanzania (Annex I). Coordination Centres have been set up in neighbouring Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda. OUT’s total cumulative admission for the period 1994 – 2013 is 80,640 (56,577 males and 24,063 females), consisting of 23,347 (14,270 males and 9,077 females) non – degree students, 43,802 (32,318 males and 11,484 females) undergraduate students and 13,442 (9,989 males and 3,502 females) postgraduate students. This large and rapidly expanding student body is served by a total of 680 staff (377 males and 303 females) consisting of 354 (227 males and 127 females) academic staff, 282 (116 males and 166 females) administrative staff and 44 (34 males and 10 females) technical staff (OUT, 2013). 

As an ODL institution, OUT staff and students reside, work and study in every Region in the country. Among other reasons, OUT needs to fight the pandemic in order to save and advance its core mission. Thus, Strategic Objective No. 18 in the Institutional Rolling Strategic Plan 2011/12 – 2015/16 is on Enhanced HIV/AIDS and Medical Health Service.
Intervention/Study/Project/Programme
Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) is currently funding a two year HIV/AIDS Project in selected Universities in the Region. The project entitled “Towards a Common Destination - Developing Best Practices Through Shared Experiences of Institutional Responses to HIV and AIDS in Selected Universities in Southern Africa”, was initiated by respective Vice Chancellors. The Open University of Tanzania (OUT) requested and was granted permission by the Tanzania Commission for AIDS (TACAIDS) to participate in the project. Besides the OUT, other participating universities are University of Botswana, National University of Lesotho, University of Malawi, University of Namibia, Central University of Technology, South Africa, University of Kwa Zulu Natal, South Africa, University of Swaziland and Midlands State University, Zimbabwe. 
The project was launched at the first forum in Johannesburg, 26th – 29th September 2011. The first tranche amounting to US $ 7,500 (USD seven thousand five hundred only) to each university was disbursed after the submission of the ratified agreement of cooperation and the project proposal. As far as the OUT is concerned, its project approved for funding under the first disbursement was entitled “Mainstreaming HIV and AIDS in OUT Curriculum and Research Agenda”. Under this project, relevant lecture notes on mainstreaming HIV and AIDS in curriculum and research agenda were developed in a workshop attended by academic staff at EDEMA Conference Centre, Morogoro, 11th – 13th January 2012. Since then, Institutes and Faculties have used the notes in mainstreaming appropriate HIV and AIDS issues in relevant core courses. Similarly, under the project, an exclusive HIV/AIDS webpage was constructed by Directorate of Communication and Marketing (DCM) and Institute of Educational Technology (IET) staff. The webpage was officially launched on HIV/AIDS Day on 6th October 2012 by Mr. Maurice Lekule, TACAIDS Acting Director, National Response, on behalf of the Executive Chairman, Dr. Fatma Mrisho.  
The project approved for the second disbursement in July 2012, was entitled “Provision of Financial Support to HIV/AIDS Clubs at the OUT”. Under this project, a total of 25 active HIV/AIDS Clubs were provided with seed grants (Tshs. 500,000/=), in order to capacitate them for sustainability. In practice, each Region in both Tanzania Mainland and Zanzibar benefited from this assistance as each Regional Centre is required to have a Club for staff and students. The general objectives of HIV/AIDS Clubs include:
(i) Raising awareness and behaviour change communication (BCC) on HIV/AIDS pandemic.    

(ii) Empowering People Living With HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) within OUT and   

               surrounding communities, with appropriate knowledge, life skills and    

                support.
(iii) Initiating and disseminating feasible strategies for preventing new  

        HIV/AIDS infections, deaths from AIDS, stigma and discrimination  

        within OUT and  surrounding communities.
Within the period January – September 2013, the OUT has been implementing and sustaining these two projects using its own resources.
Achievements
The project “Towards a Common Destination - Developing Best Practices Through Shared Experiences of Institutional Responses to HIV and AIDS in Selected Universities in Southern Africa”, has afforded the OUT an opportunity of sharing experiences in fighting the pandemic for the mutual benefits of all the participating universities. Efforts are underway to adopt and integrate novel experiences in the institutional strategy in fighting HIV and AIDS. For example, literature available at the Centre of HIV and AIDS Counselling and Guidance, University of Botswana, assisted us in developing relevant lecture notes on “Mainstreaming HIV and AIDS in OUT Curriculum and Research Agenda”. The HIV Prevention Toolkit from the University of Swaziland will prove invaluable to HIV/AIDS Clubs in the task of organizing sensitization seminars and workshops for peer educators. Finally, the idea of constructing an exclusive HIV/AIDS webpage initiated by the OUT has now been adopted by other participating universities. 
Challenges

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), one person in every ten or 677 million people across the globe, live with a disability. However, until recently the impact of the AIDS pandemic upon people with disabilities has received little attention. In the absence of data, it has commonly and incorrectly been assumed that people with disabilities are less vulnerable to HIV infection because they are unlikely to be sexually active or engaging in high - risk behaviours.  These assumptions are far from the truth. People with disabilities face and share all the known sorts of vulnerabilities in HIV and AIDS, and are at equal or increased risk of infection (URT & TACAIDS, 2010).
The 2011 – 12 Tanzania HIV/AIDS and Malaria Indicator Survey (THMIS) shows that the National HIV prevalence rate has declined slightly from 5.7% in 2007 – 08 to 5.1% in 2011 – 12 (TACAIDS, 2013: 111). Furthermore, the survey shows that HIV prevalence by Region ranges from a low rate of 0.3 % in Pemba to a high rate of 14.8% in Njombe (Ibid: 110). Besides Njombe, other Regions with prevalence rates far higher than the National prevalence rate are Iringa (9.1%), Mbeya (9.0%), Shinyanga (7.4%), Ruvuma (7.0%), Dar es Salaam (6.9%), Rukwa (6.2%) and Pwani (5.9%) (Ibid) (Annex II). However, similar to past surveys, the current survey does not indicate the prevalence rate of the pandemic among Most At Risk Population groups (MARPs), including People With Disabilities (PWDs). Meanwhile, an estimated four million people were living with a disability in 2008, half of whom were children; however, little is known about their needs and even less about those who are affected or infected with HIV and AIDS. As they often need special services for information and other interventions, very few of them have access to basic services or even know the existing resources (URT & TACAIDS, op.cit). Without identifying and providing PWDs with quality and comprehensive HIV services, particularly care, treatment and support, efforts to achieve the three “0” rates by 2015, will be significantly eroded (TACAIDS, 2009; 2010; URT & TACAIDS, 2012, OUT, 2012). Worse still, the pandemic may resurge even in Regions with relatively low prevalence rates, due to the push – pull model impact. 
Future Plans and Way Forward

Aware of the need of addressing the special needs of PWDs, in July 2013, OUT submitted a proposal for funding under the third disbursement, entitled “Provision of Quality and Comprehensive HIV Services to People With Disabilities (PWDs) in Njombe, Iringa and Mbeya Regions”.  In its initial stage, the project is intended to capacitate the HIV/AIDS Clubs in Njombe, Iringa and Mbeya Regional Centres with financial resources to carry out baseline surveys on the needs and requirements for provision of quality and comprehensive care, treatment and support to HIV + PWDs and patients in the three Regions. In its final stage, the project envisages to provide the identified services using resources to be raised from the fourth and final disbursement of SADC HIV funding. 

Similar to the other two projects, OUT cannot abdicate the onus of sustaining the current project using its own resources.  However, there is a need for other stakeholders like TACAIDS to assist OUT in scaling up these projects beyond their initial scope and focus.
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                        Map 1: Tanzania Regional HIV Prevalence Rates 
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